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Introduction 
 The religious “nones,” or the religiously unaffiliated, are a growing minority of 
Americans who do not affiliate with any particular religion or organized faith. This group 
includes Americans who self-identify as atheistic, agnostic or “nothing in particular.” Over the 
past decade or so, this group has grown rapidly, especially amongst Millennials. This change in 
America’s religious landscape is a recent phenomenon that is occurring in conjunction with a 
decline in the country’s Christian population. The rise of the nones has prompted the attention of 
researchers and has provoked questions about its implications for the United States.  
Religion has always had a significant and unique relationship with the United States. 
From the Protestant Reformation to the flight of the Puritans to the First and Second Great 
Awakenings to the drafting of the First Amendment, religion has been influential in both the 
nation's origins and its early development. In terms of demography and religious composition, 
the United States has historically had a Protestant majority until recently when the Protestant 
population dropped from 51.3% to 46.5% as a share of the total population between 2007 and 
2014.1 Additionally, Americans have often been perceived as more religious than their European 
counterparts. The recent changes in religious affiliation, including the rise of the religious 
unaffiliated, present numerous questions concerning the future of religion in the United States. 
Who are these religiously unaffiliated Americans? Are they irreligious? Or, are they…? I analyze 
recent survey data on American religious affiliation to determine the magnitude of the rise and 
the characterization of the nones. Given that this is a potentially growing trend in American 
society, it presents possible changes for United States politics and culture. I find that the three 
                                                
1 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", Pew Research Center, Washington, D.C. (May 12, 
2015), http://www.pewforum.org/files/2015/05/RLS-08-26-full-report.pdf, 4. 
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religiously unaffiliated groups, atheists, agnostics, and “nothing in particulars,” should not be 
grouped together due to differences in survey results between the “nothing in particulars” and 
atheists and agnostics. Additionally, the three groups are, to a certain extent, spiritual. But, the 
“nothing in particulars” are more likely than atheists and agnostics to hold religious beliefs and 
practice outside of organized religious services.  
The church, i.e., organized religion, has maintained a dominant presence in American 
society that remains independent from the government. Through the concept of separation of 
church and state, Americans have been careful to keep organized religion autonomous and free 
from governmental interference. Religious revivals, most notably the First Great Awakening and 
the Second Great Awakening, often relied on the work of independent preachers to foster good 
feelings toward religion to implement mass conversions. Today, the rise of the religiously 
unaffiliated is clearly a different phenomenon than in the past and is almost a reverse of religious 
revivals. How should scholars characterize this trend? If fewer people are choosing to identify 
with religion, does this imply that organized religion is losing influence in the United States? 
Perhaps we should also be looking at secularization as a possible outcome of these religious 
changes. This could open the door to further research and cross cultural comparisons to Western 
Europe.  
Outside the strictly religious realm, ideological polarization is also increasing in the 
United States. Polarization and the rise of the nones could be connected as religiosity tends to 
correlate with political ideology or partisanship. Religious Americans tend to be conservative 
and lean Republican while those who are less religious are more likely to be liberal and vote 
Democrat. Furthermore, religion has become more closely associated with conservatism and the 
Republican Party in the United States since Ronald Reagan’s presidency. Controversial issues of 
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same-sex marriage, gay rights, healthcare and abortion have all taken on increasingly partisan 
and religious tones since the 1960s and 1970s. Closer analysis of the relationship between 
polarization and the emerging group of religiously unaffiliated would contribute to the growing 
literature of political polarization in the United States. Awareness of polarization and all of its 
facets is especially important for political parties and politicians considering the 2016 election. 
America is changing demographically in more ways than one and these transformations will 
ultimately force politics to adapt along the way. 
The rise of the religiously unaffiliated is a new and potentially influential trend in 
American demography. In this paper, I will first review the current literature on the rise of the 
religiously unaffiliated. In part II, I will identify my hypotheses and explain my research design. 
I will explore national surveys measuring religious affiliation in part III. In part IV, I will provide 
the results of my research and conclude in part V by discussing the implications of these findings 
and where they may lead for further studies in American religion and politics.   
Part I: Literature Review 
In May of 2015, the Pew Research Center published an extensive study on “America’s 
Changing Religious Landscape.”2 This study found that, as a whole, the number of Americans 
identifying themselves as Christians is declining while the number identifying as religiously 
unaffiliated and other faiths are growing. Although Christians still make up the largest religious 
group in the United States, American Christians are declining as a share of the U.S. population, 
especially among young adults. Within the Christian population, mainline Protestant Christianity 
and Catholicism have been hit the hardest by this decline. Between 2007 and 2014, mainline 
Protestants have dropped from 18.1% of the U.S. population to 14.7% and Catholics have fallen 
                                                
2 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", op. cit. 
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from 23.9% to 20.8%. The population of historically black Protestant denominations has 
remained stable. Although evangelical Protestants have gained around 2 million more adherents, 
as a portion of the U.S. population their numbers are still not growing fast enough to keep up 
with demographic changes. Evangelical Protestants have decreased by almost 1 percentage point 
(26.3% in 2007 to 25.4% in 2014). The number of Americans identifying as religiously 
unaffiliated has increased from 16.1% of the total U.S. population in 2007 to 22.8% in 2014. 
This number has surpassed Catholics and mainline Protestants in 2014 as one of the largest 
religious groups in the United States (second only to evangelical Protestants). The current 
literature surrounding the religiously unaffiliated has been largely focused on their social and 
political characteristics and the potential causes for their rise. 
Portrait of the Religiously Unaffiliated 
The religiously unaffiliated is defined by the Pew Research Center as a group of 
Americans who responded to survey questions concerning religious preference with answers 
such as “no religion,” “no particular religion, “no religious preference,” “none,” “nothing in 
particular,” etc.3 They are simply not affiliated with any religion. The religiously unaffiliated is 
synonymous with the terms “none” and “religious none.”  Researchers generally include people 
who identify their religious preference as atheistic, agnostic, and “nothing in particular” under 
the term religiously unaffiliated. An atheist is a person who lacks a belief in a god or gods. An 
agnostic, on the other hand, is a person who holds the belief that the existence of a higher being, 
such as a god, cannot be proven or disproven. For religious studies, atheists and agnostics are 
                                                
3 “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” Pew Research Center, 
October 9, 2012, http://www.pewforum.org/files/2012/10/NonesOnTheRise-full.pdf, 7. 
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defined as people who answered atheist or agnostic, respectively, on survey questions about 
religious preference. 
The unaffiliated are not that much different from the rest of the country in terms of 
education and social standing. Additionally, racial and gender differences are only modest.4 
Racially speaking, two-thirds of religiously unaffiliated adults are white. However, just as the 
general population has become more ethnically diverse, so too have the unaffiliated.5 Men are 
more likely than women to identify as atheistic (68%), agnostic (62%) and "nothing in 
particular" (54%).6 Although Americans outside the south are more likely to be religiously 
unaffiliated, the rise in the religious nones is not geographically concentrated in one location, 
with all regions of the United States experiencing increases in the number of Americans 
identifying as religiously unaffiliated.7 
In terms of education, 43% of self-identified atheists, 42% of agnostics and 30% of 
"nothing in particular" say they have completed college or attained a bachelor's degree in 
comparison to 77% of Hindus and 59% of Jews, who are the highest educated populations. 
Additionally, for family income, Hindus (44%) and Jews (36%) are also the most likely group to 
cite household incomes of $100,000 or more while only 21% of the religiously unaffiliated 
report incomes of the same amount. But atheists and agnostics report 30% and 29%, 
respectively, make incomes of $100,000 or more while “nothing in particular” is only 17%.8 The 
unaffiliated are not the most educated or the wealthiest religious group but, compared to others, 
                                                
4 Robert D. Putnam & David E. Campbell, American Grace, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2010), 126. 
5 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", op. cit., 51-52. 
6 Ibid., 59-60. 
7 Ibid., 66. 
8 Ibid., 55-58. 
  7 
they are more educated and wealthier than most Americans. Specifically, atheists and agnostics 
are well educated and well off while “nothing in particular” Americans hold levels more similar 
to the general population.     
Surveys have maintained that younger Americans, particularly the Millennial generation, 
are more likely than their older generational counterparts to identify as religiously unaffiliated. 
The median age of religiously unaffiliated adults is 36, which decreased from 38 in 2007. This is 
younger than the median age of 49 for Christian adults.9 Additionally, a third of Millennials are 
religiously unaffiliated but the rest of the group is so diverse that no single religion accounts for 
more than a tenth of Millennials.10 Religiously unaffiliated Millennials are overwhelmingly 
liberal in their beliefs on health, abortion and LGBT rights with 80% favoring an emphasis on 
safe sexual practices and contraception to prevent unintended pregnancy over an emphasis on 
abstinence,11 74% opposing a prescription requirement for obtaining emergency contraception,12 
72% believing that privately owned corporations should be required to provide employees with 
health insurance that covers contraception,13 79% believing abortion should be legal in all or 
most cases,14 and 83% favoring laws that would protect gay and lesbian people against 
discrimination in jobs, public accommodations, and housing.15 
Studies have shown that the religious nones are disproportionately raised in nonreligious 
backgrounds. Most of the nones were the children of the Baby Boomer generation. Many Baby 
                                                
9 Ibid., 49-50. 
10 Robert P. Jones & Daniel Cox,"How Race and Religion Shape Millennial Attitudes on 
Sexuality and Reproductive Health," Public Religion Research Institute, March 27, 2015, 
http://publicreligion.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/PRRI-Millennials-Web-FINAL.pdf, 9. 
11 Ibid., 14. 
12 Ibid., 23. 
13 Ibid., 26. 
14 Ibid., 27. 
15 Ibid., 43. 
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Boomers dropped their affiliation with organized religion.16 Marriage rates have declined among 
many religious groups including the religiously unaffiliated, evangelical Protestants and 
Catholics. On average, the religiously unaffiliated have less children than other religious 
groups.17 The presence of children is a particularly significant influence on whether the parents 
are religiously affiliated or unaffiliated. In turn, the parents’ religion can strongly predict whether 
their children would be likely to become religiously unaffiliated. Furthermore, there is a positive 
relationship between a lack of religious affiliation and one’s non-religious peer group.18 
There is also evidence that the religiously unaffiliated have become an important 
constituency group in politics. Very few of the religious nones come from the right end of the 
political spectrum; most are from the center or the left.19 In the 2000 presidential election, the 
religiously unaffiliated were more likely to vote for Al Gore over George Bush by a two-to-one 
ratio (61% to 30%). Similarly in 2008, 75% of the nones voted for Barack Obama while only 
23% of them voted for John McCain.20 Obama would maintain similar levels of unaffiliated 
support in 2012. The religiously unaffiliated are much more likely to be registered as Democrats 
or identify as politically liberal in support of legalizing abortion and same-sex marriage.21 In 
future elections, the religiously unaffiliated may turn out to be a crucial voting bloc for the 
Democratic Party. 
Spirituality, Organized Religion and the Religiously Unaffiliated 
                                                
16 Putnam & Campbell, op. cit., 126. 
17 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", op. cit., 62-64. 
18 Joseph O. Baker & Buster G. Smith, "The Nones: Social Characteristics of the Religiously 
Unaffiliated," Social Forces 87, Issue 3 (2009): 1251-1263. 
19 Putnam & Campbell, op. cit., 127. 
20 “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” op. cit., 66. 
21 Ibid., 65-74. 
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While the religiously unaffiliated group is less religious in their beliefs and practices than 
the rest of the United States, survey results have found that most are religious or spiritual in some 
way or another. They may not attach enough importance to religion or attend religious services 
as frequently as other Americans, but many nones do believe in God (68%),22 feel connected to 
the earth (58%),23 and consider themselves to be religious (18%) or spiritual (37%).24 
Furthermore, only a small portion of the religiously unaffiliated group (22.8% of the American 
population in 2014) is self-identified as atheistic or agnostic. Specifically, 3.1% of the total 
American population identifies as an atheist and another 4% identifies as agnostic.25 The 
religiously unaffiliated also have generally mixed feelings about organized religion. Most feel 
that religious organizations have a positive influence on society but, at the same time, are too 
involved with money, power, rules and politics.26 Nones’ views of organized religion provide 
evidence that this group is not necessarily lacking in religion or spirituality and, instead, may be 
experiencing increasing disconnect with religious institutions. 
Atheists and Agnostics 
 [Table 1] 
Age Distribution  
 18-29 30-49 50-64 65+ 
U.S. general 
public 
22% 35% 26% 18% 
The Religiously 
Unaffiliated 
35% 37% 21% 8% 
Atheist/Agnostic 42% 32% 17% 9% 
“Nothing in 
particular” 
32% 38% 22% 7% 
                                                
22 Ibid., 48. 
23 Ibid., 57. 
24 Ibid., 43. 
25 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", op. cit., 4. 
26 "Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation," op. cit., 58. 
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Racial and Ethnic Composition  
 White  Black Hispanic Asian Other 
U.S. general public 66% 11% 15% 5% 2% 
The Religiously 
Unaffiliated 
71% 9% 11% 4% 4% 
Atheist/Agnostic 82% 3% 6% 4% 5% 
“Nothing in 
particular” 
67% 11% 13% 4% 4% 
 
Gender Distribution 
 Men Women 
U.S. general public 48% 52% 
The Religiously Unaffiliated 56% 44% 
Atheist/Agnostic 64% 36% 
“Nothing in particular” 53% 47% 
 
Educational Attainment  
 HS grad or less Some college College grad Post-grad 
U.S. general 
public 
43% 29% 19% 10% 
The Religiously 
Unaffiliated 
40% 29% 19% 12% 
Atheist/Agnostic 26% 30% 25% 19% 
“Nothing in 
particular” 
45% 29% 16% 10% 
 
Income Levels 
 Under $30,000 $30,000-$74,999 $75,000-$99,999 $100,000 or 
more 
U.S. general 
public 
36% 34% 12% 17% 
The Religiously 
Unaffiliated 
35% 34% 13% 18% 
Atheist/Agnostic 28% 34% 15% 22% 
“Nothing in 
particular” 
38% 34% 12% 16% 
 
Ideology Among Registered Voters 
 Conservative Moderate Liberal 
U.S. general public 39% 36% 21% 
The Religiously 
Unaffiliated 
20% 38% 38% 
Atheist/Agnostic 13% 32% 51% 
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“Nothing in 
particular” 
23% 41% 31% 
 
Opinion on Abortion 
 Legal in all/most cases Illegal in all/most cases 
U.S. general public 53% 41% 
The Religiously Unaffiliated 72% 24% 
Atheist/Agnostic 84% 14% 
“Nothing in particular” 67% 28% 
 
Opinion on Same-Sex Marriage 
 Favor Oppose 
U.S. general public 48% 44% 
The Religiously Unaffiliated 73% 20% 
Atheist/Agnostic 89% 7% 
“Nothing in particular” 67% 25% 
 
Demographically speaking, when accounting for race, gender, income and education the 
differences between the religiously unaffiliated and the American population as a whole are 
modest. Data on the nones suggest that the group is mostly made up of white men who are of 
above average education and income compared to other Americans. But when the religiously 
unaffiliated group is divided into two groups, individuals who identify as "nothing in particular" 
and those who are self-proclaimed atheists or agnostics, comparisons to the general public must 
be analyzed again. Table 1 shows that the "nothing in particular" category closely mirrors the 
broader American public in many aspects while the atheists and agnostics stand out among the 
crowd. The religiously unaffiliated are younger than the general population. Atheists and 
agnostics tend to skew younger than the “nothing in particular” group.27 In terms of race, the 
"nothing in particular'" group follows closely with the racial distribution of the United States 
while atheists and agnostics heavily come from white Americans.28 Gender wise, atheists and 
                                                
27 Ibid., 33. 
28 Ibid., 36. 
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agnostics are largely male and the "nothing in particular's" have a more even gender split similar 
to the general public.29 Additionally, atheists and agnostics are slightly more educated and are 
slightly more likely to make a higher income than the “nothing in particular” group and the total 
American population.30 Politically and ideologically speaking, atheists and agnostics are even 
more likely than "nothing in particular's" to identify as liberal, favor legalizing abortion in all 
cases and support same-sex marriage.31 Considering the differences between factions within the 
religiously unaffiliated population, perhaps scholars should be looking at atheists and agnostics 
as a separate group unto itself. 
“Religiously Unaffiliated” or “Religious None”? 
An early study of religious nones from 1968 considered the comparison between the 
“none” label and the “independent” label. Glenn Vernon noted that “none” suggests a negative 
connotation, that only people with religious affiliation are religious: “Thus, ‘none’ is used in 
religious research, designating no religious affiliation, but also adding the gratuitous implication 
of a nonreligious person.”32 Historically, scholars have known about the nones since at least the 
early 20th century and terms such as “free thinker,” “non-affiliated,” and “Independent Christian” 
have also been used in older publications.33 On the other hand, “independent” as it is understood 
in politics means that a person may lack party affiliation but can still be considered political.34 
Due to its neutral implications, Vernon attempted to use the label of “independent” to describe 
                                                
29 Ibid., 37. 
30 Ibid., 34-35. 
31 Ibid., 68-70. 
32 Glenn M. Vernon, “The Religious ‘Nones’: A Neglected Category,” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion, Vol. 7, No. 2 (1968): 220. 
33 Ibid., Footnote 3, 220. 
34 Ibid., 219. 
  13 
the religious nones in another publication but this never gained popularity. This is most likely 
because political scientists have already claimed this term to describe political independents.  
Vernon also challenged the two assumptions that (1) all nones do not believe in God and 
(2) all atheists and agnostics should be categorized under none. He found that the none group 
yielded similar survey responses to that of the religiously affiliated. In some cases, nones were 
determined to be at least as religious as the affiliated, if not more than, in some measures of 
religion. Considering the age of Vernon’s publication, it is interesting to note that he ponders 
similar questions we have today. He proposed dividing the none group into those who are 
unaffiliated based on official church membership records and those who self-identify as no 
religious preference. Additionally, he mentions that other scholars have found a difference 
between respondents who are “no preference” and those who are “atheist” or “agnostic." Vernon 
questioned whether affiliation and nonaffiliation are opposites and entertained the idea that 
perhaps “the reasons one remains with a formal religious organization are different from and not 
merely the opposite of the reasons one leaves or does not affiliate with such an organization.”35 
Theories on the Driving Force Behind the Rise 
Pew has cited three explanations for America’s changing religious landscape of the 
declining population of Christians and the rapidly growing “nones”: (1) generational 
replacement, (2) the increase in older people withdrawing from organized religion, and (3) 
switching religions.36 The Millennial generation has been more religiously unaffiliated than 
previous generations and, as the younger generations replace the older, the American population 
appears to have a decline in the number of Christians and an increase in “nones.” The 
                                                
35 Ibid., 227. 
36 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", op. cit., 11-13. 
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unaffiliated have also increased slightly across the older generations. Switching religion has 
become more common amongst religious adherents, yielding to large gains for the religiously 
unaffiliated and losses for Christianity. Christians, almost across the board, have lost members 
through religious switching, with Catholicism hit the hardest. Evangelicals have actually gained 
more members. 
Other theories on the root cause of the rise of the nones have included (1) political 
backlash, (2) delays in marriage, (3) broad social disengagement, and (4) secularization. The 
political backlash theory37 asserts that young adults are moving away from organized religion 
because of the perception that religion is closely intertwined with conservative politics. This 
theory is attributed to Michael Hout’s and Claude S. Fischer's political hypothesis that the 
increase in the nones can be seen as "a symbolic statement against the Religious Right."38  
Conservative views on abortion and same-sex marriage largely coincide with the views of 
religious institutions, which is unappealing to the nones; they believe religious institutions are 
too concerned with money and power and are too involved in politics. 
The delays in marriage theory39 centers around attributing the rise of the religious nones 
to young adults delaying marriage and children. Data from the Pew Research Center has found 
that married people under 30 are more likely to be religiously affiliated than those who are 
unmarried. Other Pew data has also shown that the percentage of religiously affiliated Americans 
in each generation has remain stable or decreased slightly over time, suggesting that Americans 
do not become religiously affiliated as they move through adulthood. While delays in marriage 
                                                
37 “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” op. cit., 29. 
38 Michael Hout & Claude S. Fischer, "Why More Americans Have No Religious Preference: 
Politics and Generations," American Sociological Review, Vol. 67, No. 2 (2002): 165-190. 
39 “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” op. cit., 30. 
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and parenthood may have contributed to the rise, these sudden religious changes cannot be 
completely explained by family trends across longer periods of time.40 
Social disengagement theory,41 on the other hand, connects the rise of the nones to the 
decline in "social capital"42 and "bowling alone,"43 meaning that declining religious affiliation is 
related to more general declining interest in community values or social interactions. Americans 
who are not active in religious organizations are less likely to be involved in other groups such as 
volunteer or community organizations. Additionally, the religiously unaffiliated do not feel that 
belonging to a community of people who share similar values is important. Hout and Fischer 
(2002), however, would see the "bowling alone" hypothesis as more of a background trend to the 
rise of the nones considering that social disengagement was a trend of the 1960s and 1970s while 
the none trend began in the 1990s.44 
Another explanation for increasing numbers of nones is secularization theory.45 This 
theory looks at worldwide economic development as an impetus of secularization. These 
theorists believe that the rise of the religiously unaffiliated in the United States is a sign that the 
country is undergoing secularization. Studies that consider unaffiliated through a global 
perspective have found that for most parts of the world, there is a correlation between a country's 
religiosity and its national wealth or GDP. High GDP tends to be associated with low levels of 
                                                
40 Hout & Fischer, op. cit., 167. 
41 “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” op. cit., 30-31. 
42 "Social capital refers to connections among individuals - social networks and the norms of 
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them." From Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: 
The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000), 19. 
43 "Bowling alone" refers to Robert D. Putnam's sociological work, Bowling Alone: The Collapse 
and Revival of American Community, which describes the erosion of social capital in American 
society that has ultimately led to public disengagement, undermining the political and democratic 
process. 
44 Hout & Fischer, op. cit., 176. 
45 “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” op. cit., 31-32. 
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religiosity. This is because people from wealthy nations with high GDP are not constantly in 
danger of poverty, disease, and premature death. Poorer countries that are threatened by poverty, 
disease, and premature death “remain as religious today as centuries earlier.”46 But the United 
States is also an exception with a high GDP and a high level of religiosity. Furthermore, the rise 
in the nones was an abrupt phenomenon that has taken place over several years whereas 
secularization takes decades or even centuries to come to fruition.47 Hout and Fischer (2002) also 
found little evidence to support secularization theory given that there have been no significant 
decreases in popular beliefs in God or the afterlife and that there has not been evidence that the 
religiously unaffiliated are completely without religious faith.48  
Limitations of the Literature 
Previous work on the rise of the religiously unaffiliated has explored what makes the 
nones different from the rest of the country. But the literature has also shown that the religiously 
unaffiliated population is not a homogenous group. Pew Research Center has provided survey 
results of the religiously unaffiliated, which includes a further breakdown of results from those 
who are “nothing in particular,” atheist or agnostic. To reiterate, the religiously unaffiliated are 
defined to include Americans who self-identify as atheistic, agnostic, and “nothing in particular.” 
Atheists are the religiously unaffiliated who lack a belief in the existence of a god. Agnostics are 
the religiously unaffiliated who believe we cannot be sure or unsure about the existence of a god. 
Individuals who say they are “nothing in particular” mean they are not associated with one 
religion or another. There is a shortage of sources, however, that have analyzed the differences 
                                                
46 Pippa Norris & Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 216-217.  
47 Putnam & Campbell, op. cit., 127. 
48 Hout & Fischer, op. cit., 172-173, 178. 
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between the “nothing in particular” group and individuals who identify themselves as atheistic or 
agnostic, as well as the implications of those differences. In this thesis, I take a closer look at 
religiously unaffiliated Americans who are “nothing in particular” to determine whether they 
hold distinct views from the unaffiliated who are atheists and agnostics.  
 Just last year, the Supreme Court ruled that marriage is a fundamental right guaranteed to 
same-sex couples. In the aftermath of the decision, a Kentucky county clerk refused to provide 
marriage licenses to same-sex couples. For the current term, the Court will consider whether 
religious nonprofits can opt out of the contraception mandate of Obamacare on the basis of 
violating their religious beliefs. The Court has already ruled that for-profit companies can seek 
religious exemptions from Obamacare’s contraception mandate. In the midst of these potentially 
landmark cases, there is also a lack of survey questions about specific topics related to religious 
liberties and religious organizations. In my research design, I will include questions about 
protecting religious liberties, government funding of religious schools, providing marriage 
licenses, and opting out of the contraception mandate. 
Part II: Hypotheses & Research Design  
 The literature has demonstrated that the population of religiously unaffiliated, i.e. 
Americans who do not associate with a religion or religious organization, in the United States 
has been growing over the last few decades. Additionally, most scholars have included 
individuals who self-identify as atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular” under the umbrella 
term of religiously unaffiliated or religious nones. Pew Research Center reports, however, have 
suggested that most nones are not necessarily nonreligious and are instead very spiritual. In this 
context, spiritual refers to Americans whose survey responses indicate that they hold deep 
feelings of peace and wonder about the universe. Are religiously unaffiliated Americans 
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spiritual? Do they adhere to personal religious practices outside of organized religious services? 
Additionally, is the “nothing in particular” category of the religiously unaffiliated significantly 
different than atheists and agnostics? The literature has also shown that the religiously 
unaffiliated are heavily Democratic and favor liberal positions on controversial policy issues. 
Perhaps religiosity is related to political polarization as Democratic and Republican voters 
continue to be divided by religious beliefs. What role, if any, does polarization play in the 
religiously unaffiliated phenomenon? I hypothesize the following: (1) the trend of religiously 
unaffiliated Americans is a product of changing survey questions, (2) the beliefs of the “nothing 
in particular” group are different than that of atheists and agnostics, and (3) most individuals who 
self-identify as “nothing in particular” are at least spiritual or are even religious to some degree. 
 To begin my study of the religiosity of the religiously unaffiliated, I have posed a number 
of survey questions to undergraduate students of government classes at the College of William & 
Mary. I have asked the following core questions on religion:  
1. What is your present religion, if any? 
2. How important is religion in your life? 
3. Thinking about when you were a child, in what religion were you raised, if any? 
4. In which region of the United States have you spent most of your life? 
5. Do you believe in a God or a Higher Being? 
6. How often do you attend religious services?  
7. How often do you pray outside of organized religion? 
 
The additional questions included the following: 
8. How important is it to you that religious liberties are protected? 
9. Should the government provide funding for both public and private religious schools? 
10. Should a state official have to provide marriage licenses to same-sex couples if doing 
so is against their religious beliefs? 
11. Should a religiously affiliated nonprofit be allowed to opt out of the contraception 
mandate if the owner of the organization held religious objections to providing 
employees with contraception? 
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Members of the Millennial generation, adults between the ages of 18 and 33, make up a large 
portion of the religiously unaffiliated and, therefore, college students would provide a portrait of 
a core division of religious nones. These survey questions present information on Millennials 
including what percentage identifies as religiously unaffiliated, their religiosity and whether they 
switched religions since childhood. Furthermore, we gain a greater understanding of whether 
Millennials participate in organized religion, which may lead to a number of inferences about the 
rise of the religious nones. The survey questions will aid in answering questions about the 
spirituality of the unaffiliated, their involvement with religion outside of structured religious 
institutions, and the differences among atheists, agnostics, and “nothing in particulars.” I will 
also review my survey results against similar reports to see how they compare to each other. This 
will show how consistent the results of W&M students, ages 18 to 22, are with the results of all 
Americans.  
 To explore the spirituality question and the status of organized religion in this country, I 
intend to analyze previous survey results, and public opinion polls. Reports on the religiously 
unaffiliated would supply the specific coding and definitions of the nones, which would help in 
determining how the religious nones have been labeled by researchers. Consistency in the types 
of questions and answers is particularly important in my study. Data results over time could 
resolve the issue of spirituality by looking at how far back in polling history have surveys on 
religious affiliation begun and whether the wording or questions have changed.  This could also 
help to reveal the nature of the rise; is it a decline in general religion or in organized religion? 
Consistent survey questions on affiliation would help to reveal whether it is the religious beliefs 
and practices of Americans that are changing or if it is just the types of questions being asked. 
Additionally, exploring how long researchers have asked a follow up question to self-identified 
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religiously unaffiliated individuals would show how recently the subcategories of atheist, 
agnostic and “nothing in particular” have existed. The outcome of this research may influence 
the way scholars are analyzing the rise of the religiously unaffiliated. If public opinion 
questionnaires on religious self-identification have changed, then perhaps we should be more 
skeptical of making assumptions about the rise of the religiously unaffiliated.  
 In considering the existence of polarization, my survey questions help in matching 
religiosity with partisanship and geographic region. The additional survey questions to my core 
questions aid in asking about more specific and personal opinions on controversial ideological 
issues. For polarization to be present in this study, there should be a clear association of 
partisanship and level of religiosity with an extreme divide between the responses of Democrats 
and Republicans, liberal and conservative answers, and religious and unaffiliated participants.  
Part III: Religious Surveys  
Although the U.S. Census Bureau does not ask questions about religion in the decennial 
census, because of the First Amendment and the Establishment Clause49 that was not always 
true. In the past, however, data about religious organizations were collected from the general 
population and from business establishments. In 1850, the census asked clergymen to identify 
their denomination and found that there were 18 major religious denominations in the United 
States. The subsequent 1860 and 1870 censuses used the same questions. The 1880 census asked 
additional questions about church attendance, income, and debt. The 1890 census asked another 
question about the number of ministers and found that there were 145 denominations that fit 
under 18 larger religious groups.  
                                                
49 “A Brief History of Religion and the U.S. Census,” Pew Research Center, January 26, 2010, 
http://www.pewforum.org/2010/01/26/a-brief-history-of-religion-and-the-u-s-census/. 
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The U.S. Census Bureau became a permanent government agency in 1902, which 
resulted in the establishment of the Census of Religious Bodies.50 The Census of Religious 
Bodies wrote its own separate decennial census with the intent to collect data on American 
religion from religious leaders. This stand-alone census asked the same in depth questions as 
previous censuses as well as other questions such as the number of ministers and their salaries, 
the number of congregation-run schools and teachers, and the demography of congregation 
members. The Census of Religious Bodies published their last report in 1936, lost Congressional 
support to publish the 1946 edition, and completely ceased in 1956 from lack of funding. The 
issues of religious liberty, privacy rights, and separation of church and state sparked public 
debate in the 1950s over the need for the Census Bureau to ask religious questions.   
The Census Bureau continued to ask some questions on religious affiliation in 1957 in its 
Current Population Survey despite the termination of the Census of Religious Bodies.51 
Religious affiliation was divided into the major religions, other religions, no religion, and 
religion not reported. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, there was controversy over whether a 
question on religion should be included in the regular decennial census. The issue was put to rest 
in 1976 when Director Vincent Barabba and Congress declared that asking such a question 
would go against basic First Amendment concerns. Now, the only data directly collected by the 
Census Bureau is economic information regarding institutions operated by religious 
organizations and published in the County Business Patterns report. 
The so-called social survey movement emerged in the 1890s, beginning with community 
surveys conducted by men such as Reverend Walter Laidlaw of New York City, W.E.B. Du Bois 
                                                
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
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of Philadelphia, and Charles Stelzle of St. Louis. These community surveys were organized with 
the purpose of benefiting church outreach. As a result, many churches canvassed in the local 
neighborhood and town to gather information on household religious preferences. Specific 
denominations and clergy were noted of each family as well as those few who were labeled as 
“no choice,” “unbelievers,” or “infidels.”52 Laidlaw’s 1898 survey with the New York City 
Federation of Churches and Christian Workers found that 32% of families in the area were 
Catholic, 52% were Protestant (the largest being Episcopalian, Presbyterian, or Lutheran), 7% 
were Jewish, and 7% were no preference, nonreligious/agnostic, or identified themselves in a 
way other than by religion.53 Supposedly, however, the federation reduced the number of 
religiously unaffiliated New Yorkers through a program of “civic evangelism” and “cooperative 
ministry.” Du Bois’s 1899 survey, on the other hand, only briefly looked at religion and did not 
consider religious affiliation. But from his survey, Du Bois was able to conclude that through the 
frequency with which respondents attended church activities, churches functioned as both a 
house of devotion as well as a place for social gathering.54  
From 1911 to 1912, Stelzle completed an even larger survey of over seventy of the 
country’s largest cities focused on religion and social conditions. Stelzle’s results contained a 
myriad of information on communities and churches. This data was collected by informants of 
neighborhood blocks instead of through canvassing house-to-house.55 In 1926, Stelzle created 
another survey on church membership, church attendance, attitudes about religion, belief in God, 
immortality and prayer. Around 125,000 people responded to the survey and 91% were found to 
                                                
52 Robert Wuthnow, Inventing American Religion: Polls, Surveys, and the Tenuous Quest for a 
Nation’s Faith (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 18. 
53 Ibid., 20. 
54 Ibid., 21-22. 
55 Ibid., 29-30. 
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believe in God. Another 77% and 76% were active church members and regularly attended 
religious services, respectively.56 The questionnaire actually led to criticism that the survey was 
biased and that there had to have been more atheists than was estimated.  
After the 1920s, public opinion became more important over the cold hard facts of church 
attendance. After George Gallup deployed a national poll and predicted the presidential election 
correctly, Gallup polls continued to conduct surveys. Questions about religion were always 
included in the Gallup polls but went further than previously asked.57 Throughout the 20th 
century, Gallup would ask questions about church membership, Bible reading, belief in God, 
opinions of church controversies, and, of course, religious affiliation.  
It’s All in the Wording 
An important step in determining the extent of the trend in the rise of the religiously 
unaffiliated is studying the language and wording used in survey questionnaires. If most major 
surveys provided no religion/none as an answer response to questions concerning religious 
preference, then perhaps we have to consider the rise of the nones is just a product of survey 
questions. In the following section, I will take a closer look at four of the major national research 
institutes producing public opinion surveys: Gallup, the American National Election Studies 
(ANES), the General Social Survey (GSS), and the Pew Research Center. In addition to these 
research houses, I will also cover the American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS), which 
provided its own unique interview process for collecting data on religious preference.  
                                                
56 Ibid., 34. 
57 Ibid., 44-67. 
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The wording of the question about religious affiliation has changed over time in the 
Gallup polls. Gallup Polls are completed through landline and cellphone interviews. The 
interviewer reads aloud the question and multiple-choice options: 58 
• 1948%1976:)What) is) your) religious) preference) –) is) it) Protestant,) Roman) Catholic,) or)
Jewish?)
• 1977%1978:)What)is)your)religious)preference)–)Protestant,)Roman)Catholic,)Jewish,)or)
Eastern)Orthodox?)
• 1979%March) 9,) 2000:) What) is) your) religious) preference) –) is) it) Protestant,) Roman)
Catholic,) Jewish,) or) an) Orthodox) religion) such) as) the) Greek) or) Russian) Orthodox)
Church?)
• March) 10,) 2000%June) 2005:) What,) if) any,) is) your) religious) preference) –) are) you)
Protestant,)Roman)Catholic,)Jewish,)Mormon,)Muslim,)or)an)Orthodox)religion)such)as)
the)Greek)or)Russian)Orthodox)Church?)
• Present:) What) is) your) religious) preference) –) Protestant,) Roman) Catholic,) Jewish,)
another)religion,)or)no)religion?))
 
The American National Election Studies has also changed the wording of their religious self-
identification question over time. ANES is also conducted through interviews, but in-person, 
with the interviewer reading the question and answer choices:59 
• 1952%1964:)Is)your)Church)(1962:)religious))preference)Protestant,)Catholic)or)Jewish?)!
• 1966%1968:)Are)you)Protestant,)Catholic)or)Jewish?)!
• 1970%1988,) 2002:) Is) your) religious) preference) Protestant,) Catholic,) Jewish,) or)
something)else?)!
• 1990%present:) Do) you) mostly) attend) a) place) of) worship) that) is) Protestant,) Roman)
Catholic,)Jewish)or)what?)!
o If)R)doesn’t)attend)religious)services:)Regardless)of)whether)you)now)attend)any)
religious)services)do)you)ever)think)of)yourself)as)part)of)a)particular)church)or)
denomination?)!
! If) yes:) Do) you) consider) yourself) Protestant,) Roman)Catholic,) Jewish) or)
what?)!
 
Although “None” was not offered as an answer choice, in even its earliest surveys, ANES used 
“None” as a valid code for respondents who were not Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish. This means 
                                                
58 “Religion,” Gallup, http://www.gallup.com/poll/1690/religion.aspx. 
59 “Time Series Cumulative Data File,” American National Election Studies, 
http://www.electionstudies.org/studypages/anes_timeseries_cdf/anes_timeseries_cdf.htm. 
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that in the data results, any respondent who did not fall under Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish 
were labeled “None.” On the other hand, the General Social Survey has not changed its core 
religion question since its first survey in 1972. GSS has always asked a multiple-choice question, 
What is your religious preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no 
religion?60 These questions are asked in face-to-face interviews. Within the GSS data results, 
“no religion” is coded as and shortened to “none.” 
One of the Pew Research Center’s first surveys on religious studies was the 1996 
Religion and Politics Survey.61 As part of the religious affiliation portion of the survey, 
respondents were asked, What is your religious preference -- do you consider yourself Christian, 
Jewish, Muslim, other non-Christian, or don’t you have a religious preference? Something else, 
Agnostic, and Atheist were also included as categories but were marked “VOL.” as in the 
respondent had to volunteer these as options. If Christian, the respondent was provided with 
more specific options of Protestant, Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox, Something else, and Don’t 
know/Refused. If Protestant or Something else, the interviewer could read another long list of 
specific denominations. The documentation of this questionnaire revealed “Nothing in 
particular” was included in this list of denominations but was designated as “(DO NOT READ).” 
Pew Research Center conducts its surveys through telephone interviews. In other Pew surveys, 
answer choices to the religious affiliation question such as no religion, not a believer, atheist, 
agnostic were often coded together until the U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2007. This was 
                                                
60 “GSS Questionnaires,” The General Social Survey, http://gss.norc.org/get-
documentation/questionnaires. 
61 “Religion and Politics Survey, 1996,” The Association of Religion Data Archives, 
http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/96KOHUT.asp  
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/catalog/abstract.cfm?type=&start=&id=&archno
=USPEW1996-96005&abstract. 
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likely the foundation for the Religious Landscape surveys of 2007 and 2014. These reports 
provided Atheist, Agnostic, and Nothing in particular as multiple choice options but had them 
labeled together as the unaffiliated or the religious nones. Since then, other surveys like the 
Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI) have also chosen to offer Nothing in particular as a 
category and group it together with Atheists and Agnostics under the umbrella term of 
religiously unaffiliated or religious none. 
The American Religious Identification Survey conducted three large-scale surveys on 
religious identification in 1990, 2001, and 2008. The main distinction of ARIS that sets it apart 
from other surveys on religious affiliation is that its primary question is open-ended and 
respondents are allowed to self-describe themselves without predetermined categories.62 In 1990, 
the main question was “What is your religion?” Vague answers of Christian or Protestant 
prompted further questions to determine a specific denomination. In 2001 and 2008, the question 
remained almost the same: “What is your religion, if any?” According to Ariela Keysar, the 
open-ended question allowed scholars not only to document minority religions but also to track 
the growth of the religious nones. Interviewers were instructed to read just the question and to 
not offer a list of answer choices.  
Although the Pew Research Center documents the sharp increase of the religious nones 
between 2007 and 2014 in its Religious Landscape reports, other national surveys have seen a 
sudden rise in respondents identifying as no religion/none since the 1990s. GSS recorded that the 
percentage of Americans claiming no religious preference had doubled from 7% to 14% between 
1991 and 1998. ANES saw an increase from 8% to 13% in 1992 through 2000. Gallup, on the 
                                                
62 Ariela Keysar, “Filling a data gap: the American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) 
series”, Religion, Vol. 44, Issue 3 (2014): 383-395. 
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other hand, reported anywhere from 6% to 9% for the nones throughout the 1990s, which differs 
from the results of its counterparts. It was not until 2009 that Gallup reports saw the percentage 
of nones reach similar levels found in GSS and ANES. Furthermore, 2014 Gallup polls show 
nones at only 16% as opposed to the 22.8% claimed by Pew’s 2014 Religious Landscape study.  
[Table 2]  
 Interviewers 
were allowed to 
read “no 
religion” as an 
answer choice  
Interviewers 
did not provide 
“no religion” 
as an answer 
choice 
No answer 
choices, 
open-ended 
question 
Recorded “no 
religion” if 
said 
unprompted 
% of nones 
determined by 
the survey 
Gallup  ✔  ✔ 9% in 1990 
6% in 1995 
8% in 2000 
16% in 2014 
ANES ✔    8% in 1992 
13% in 2000 
GSS ✔    7% in 1991 
14% in 1998 
Pew 
Research 
Center 
✔    16.1% in 2007 
22.8% in 2014 
ARIS   ✔ ✔ 8.2% in 1990 
14.1% in 2001 
15% in 2008 
 
Michael Hout and Claude Fischer (2002)63 noted that Gallup conducted their surveys in a 
slightly different manner than GSS, ANES, and Pew. As of 2002, Gallup interviewers did not 
suggest “no religion” as a response to the religious preference question, but still accepted it as an 
answer. Interviewers from GSS, ANES, and Pew were allowed to read, “or no religion,” as an 
answer choice. This may suggest that the rise of religiously unaffiliated is not as great as 
researchers have contended. Nevertheless, ARIS data results showed that the Nones/No religion 
                                                
63 Hout & Fischer, op. cit., 166-167. 
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increased at similar rates to GSS, ANES, and Pew despite ARIS interviewers not providing no 
religion as a suggestion like Gallup interviewers. Nones were 8.2% in 1990, 14.1% in 2001, and 
15% in 2008 according to ARIS studies. These numbers align with the sharp increase of the 
1990s as well as the rise documented in the two-part Religious Landscape report of 2007-2014. 
Part IV: Data Results 
 Survey results of religious affiliation in the United States have shown that the religiously 
unaffiliated group is largely made up of young people. Americans born into the Millennial 
generation (those born between 1981 and 200064) are more likely to self-identify with no religion 
than those of Generation X, the Baby Boomers, and the Silent generation. Members of 
Generation X were born between 1965 and 1980. Baby Boomers were born between 1946 and 
1964. Americans of the Silent generation were born between 1928 and 1945. It seemed 
appropriate to survey current college aged students because most would be between the ages of 
18 and 22 (born between 1994 and 1998) and, therefore, are members of the Millennial 
generation. According to Pew Research Center’s definitions, current college students would be 
Younger Millennials (born between 1990 and 2000) as opposed to Older Millennials (born 
between 1981 and 1989). I designed survey questions for students at the College of William & 
Mary focusing on their religious affiliation, personal beliefs and practices, and opinions on 
contentious issues concerning religious liberties.65 Following is an analysis of the data results to 
see whether the William & Mary population has a similar percentage of unaffiliated compared to 
the national population. These students were asked questions about their personal religious and 
                                                
64 In the Religious Landscape report, Pew Research Center defines Millennials as those born 
between 1981 and 1996. But the report was from 2014, meaning that the youngest Americans 
who were eligible to be interviewed, i.e. were at least 18 years old at the time of the survey, were 
born in 1996. 
65 See the Appendix for specific questions. 
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political views as well as basic demographic characteristics. If there are unaffiliated W&M 
students, then the questions will also help to determine how similar they are to the general 
population in terms of their base demographic characteristics, religious beliefs, and political 
positions. 
[Figure 1] 
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[Figure 2] 
  
 Figure 1 is an overview of the change in responses of William & Mary students from 
their childhood religious affiliation to their present religious affiliation. Over time, all religions 
either decreased or remained stable. The three categories that make up the religiously unaffiliated 
– atheist, agnostic, and “nothing in particular” – were the only groups that increased from 
childhood to the present. Figure 2 also depicts the changes in percent of Mainline Protestants, 
Evangelical Protestants, Roman Catholics, Atheists, Agnostics, and respondents who identified 
as Nothing in particular, meaning no association with a specific religious, or Something else, 
meaning another religion that was not listed. Those who were originally affiliated with mainline 
Protestantism and Roman Catholicism lost the largest percentages. The mainline Protestants 
decreased from roughly 25% to 15% of the total respondents while Roman Catholics decreased 
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from 31% to 20%. Separately, each group of religiously unaffiliated has increased by similar 
levels (atheists by +9.88 percentage points, agnostics by +7.51 percentage points, and nothing in 
particular by +7.11 percentage points). Combined, the religiously unaffiliated increased from 
17.79% in childhood to 42.29% in the present day. It is unclear, however, how rapidly the 
religiously unaffiliated has grown among W&M students since the data collected was based on 
the student’s current religious affiliation and what they consider their affiliation from childhood. 
[Figure 3] 
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The data from the William & Mary report are comparable to the results of Pew Research 
Center’s “America’s Changing Religious Landscape” report in Figure 3. Christians have 
declined amongst William & Mary students since their childhoods just as Christians have 
declined as a share of the total American population. In both instances, the decline in Christians 
has come from decreases in mainline Protestants and Roman Catholics. Furthermore, the 
religiously unaffiliated and respondents identifying as another religious faith have increased 
among William & Mary students and Americans in general. The increase in the religiously 
unaffiliated is even greater for William & Mary students (+24.50%) than Pew’s respondents 
(+6.7%). This can perhaps be explained by the fact that my report focuses on college students 
who are younger Millennials, more liberal, and less religious.  
[Figure 4] 
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Figure 4 from PRRI, however, found 33% of Millennials (ages 18-34) are religiously 
unaffiliated, which is still lower than William & Mary’s levels. Millennials have been proven to 
lean toward the Democratic party and the religiously unaffiliated are more likely to be 
Democrats than Republicans. This may account for why there are higher levels of religious 
nones in the College of William & Mary since the school is known to skew liberal. It should also 
be made clear that while the results of William & Mary’s survey seem to be supporting the data 
from the Pew Research Center and PRRI, the changes in religious affiliation over time were 
reported differently. The William & Mary results were from two questions on current religious 
affiliation and childhood religious affiliation while the Pew Research Center data was based on a 
two wave survey conducted in 2007 and 2014.  
[Figure 5] 
 
A substantial portion of the religiously unaffiliated at William & Mary had either already 
been raised religiously unaffiliated or had originally been part of mainline Protestantism or 
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Roman Catholicism in childhood (Figure 5). 29.91% of the religiously unaffiliated66 were raised 
as nothing in particular. Only 2.80% and 7.48% were raised atheistic and agnostic, respectively. 
All together, over a third of the religiously unaffiliated remained unaffiliated into adulthood. 
Furthermore, 24.30% of the religiously unaffiliated were raised as mainline Protestant and 
26.17% were raised as Roman Catholic. There were no William & Mary students who self-
identified as atheistic, agnostic, or “nothing in particular” but responded as being raised as 
evangelical Protestant in childhood. These numbers fit with the current literature showing that 
many of the religiously unaffiliated were brought up that way.67 Additionally, the decrease of 
mainline Protestants and Roman Catholics in the United States could be attributed to switching 
religions or switching to no religion.68 Evangelical Protestants and black Protestants have also 
remained stable, even among college students. In the following two tables, results are included 
for each separate unaffiliated group (atheist, agnostic, and “nothing in particular”), a combined 
group of atheists and agnostics, and the religiously unaffiliated as a whole. 
[Table 3] 
How important is religion in your life? 
 Very 
important 
Somewhat 
important 
Not too 
important 
Not at all 
important 
Don’t know 
Atheist 0% 0% 10.71% 85.71% 3.57% 
Agnostic 0% 11.11% 14.81% 70.37% 3.70% 
Nothing in 
particular 
1.19% 7.69% 51.92% 30.77% 7.69% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
0% 5.45% 12.73% 78.18% 3.64% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
0.93% 6.54% 31.78% 55.14% 5.61% 
 
                                                
66 For this section, the religiously unaffiliated include William & Mary students who self-
identified as “Atheist,” “Agnostic,” or “Nothing in particular.”  
67 Putnam & Campbell, op. cit., 126. 
68 "America's Changing Religious Landscape", op. cit., 13. 
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Do you believe in a God or a Higher Being? 
 Yes No Not sure 
Atheist 3.57% 82.14% 14.29% 
Agnostic 11.11% 18.52% 70.37% 
Nothing in particular 23.08% 15.38% 59.62% 
Atheist & Agnostic 7.27% 50.91% 41.82% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
14.95% 33.64% 50.47% 
 
How often do you attend religious services? 
 More than 
once a 
week 
Once a 
week 
Once or 
twice a 
month 
A few 
times a 
year 
Seldom Never 
Atheist 0% 0% 0% 14.29% 21.43% 64.29% 
Agnostic 0% 3.70% 0% 11.11% 37.04% 48.15% 
Nothing in 
particular 
0% 0% 5.77% 23.08% 26.92% 42.31% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
0% 1.82% 0% 12.73% 29.09% 56.36% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
0% 0.93% 2.80% 17.76% 28.04% 49.53% 
 
How often do you pray outside of organized religion? 
 Several 
times a day 
Once a day Several 
times a 
week 
Once a 
week 
Less than 
once a 
week 
Never 
Atheist 0% 0% 3.57% 0% 3.57% 92.86% 
Agnostic 0% 0% 3.70% 0% 14.81% 81.48% 
Nothing in 
particular 
1.92% 5.77% 9.62% 1.92% 19.23% 59.62% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
0% 0% 3.64% 0% 9.09% 87.27% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
0.93% 2.80% 6.54% 0.93% 14.02% 73.83% 
 
[Table 4] 
 
How important is it to you that religious liberties are protected? 
 Very 
important 
Somewhat 
important 
Neutral Somewhat 
unimportant 
Very 
unimportant 
Atheist 46.43% 39.29% 3.57% 3.57% 7.14% 
Agnostic 48.15% 37.04% 11.11% 3.70% 0% 
Nothing in 
particular 
40.38% 23.08% 25% 5.77% 3.85% 
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Atheist & 
Agnostic 
47.27% 38.18% 7.27% 3.64% 3.64% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
43.93% 30.84% 15.89% 4.67% 3.74% 
 
Should the government provide funding for both public and private religious schools? 
 Yes Depends on the 
school 
No Not sure 
Atheist 0% 14.29% 82.14% 3.57% 
Agnostic 3.70% 18.52% 70.37% 7.41% 
Nothing in 
particular 
5.77% 19.23% 51.92% 21.15% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
1.82% 16.36% 76.36% 5.45% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
3.74% 17.76% 64.49% 13.08% 
 
Should a state official have to provide marriage licenses to same-sex couples if doing so is 
against their religious beliefs? 69 
 Yes, should be 
required to 
provide licenses 
Depends on the 
situation 
No, should be 
given an 
exemption 
Not sure 
Atheist 94.44% 0% 5.56% 0% 
Agnostic 100% 0% 0% 0% 
Nothing in 
particular 
87.50% 4.17% 8.33% 0% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
96.77% 0% 3.23% 0% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
92.73% 1.82% 5.45% 0% 
 
Should a religiously affiliated nonprofit be allowed to opt out of the contraception mandate 
if the owner of the organization held religious objections to providing employees with 
contraception?  
 Yes, should be 
given an 
exemption 
Depends on the 
situation 
No, should be 
required to 
provide coverage 
Not sure 
Atheist 7.14% 14.29% 78.57% 0% 
Agnostic 14.81% 11.11% 62.96% 11.11% 
                                                
69 Due to a wording error in the original question, roughly only half of the original number of 
William & Mary respondents could be used to analyze the opinions on marriage licenses. This 
means that there could be an issue of inflated percentages. However, the proportion of each 
group is likely accurate as the differences in responses between each religiously unaffiliated 
group are not very significant.  
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Nothing in 
particular 
5.77% 7.69% 69.23% 15.38% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
10.91% 12.73% 70.91% 5.45% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
8.41% 10.28% 70.09% 10.28% 
 
 In Table 3, those who make up the religiously unaffiliated – atheists, agnostics, and 
“nothing in particular” – are fairly consistent with their answers to the importance of religion in 
their lives and with how often they attend organized religious services. Very small percentages 
feel that religion is very important or somewhat important in their lives. Large majorities of each 
group also claimed they seldom or never attend religious services. But 23.08% of the “nothing in 
particulars” believe in a god while only 7.27% of atheists and agnostics believe. Additionally,  
59.62% of nothing in particular never pray compared to 87.27% of the atheists and agnostics.  
 Based on Table 4, the “nothing in particular” group is much more likely than atheists and 
agnostics to be neutral on the issue of protecting religious liberties. “Nothing in particulars” are 
also more likely than atheists and agnostics to be unsure about the questions about religious 
schools and the contraception mandate. But the religiously unaffiliated groups are, for the most 
part, in agreement with 92.73% of them saying that state officials should provide marriage 
licenses to same-sex couples. The consistency of the responses may be on account of the recent 
Supreme Court decision in Obergefell v. Hodges in which same-sex marriage was legalized but 
there was a backlash from Kentucky county clerk Kim Davis. 
 In terms of political party identification, the religiously unaffiliated of William & Mary 
are consistent with the trend that most nones align with Democrats. 62.62% of them are 
Democrats, 2.80% are Republican, and 34.58% are Independent. Individually, atheists, agnostics, 
and “nothing in particular” have similar percentages. It would also be fair to say that the 
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religiously unaffiliated at W&M are mostly Democratic or Independent but not Republican. 
Ideologically speaking, 7.69% of “nothing in particular” have not considered their political 
ideology. Most of the religiously unaffiliated say they are liberal at 44.86%. Atheists and 
agnostics are more likely to be extremely liberal, 21.82%, and less likely to be slightly liberal, 
12.73%, compared to “nothing in particular” (3.85%, extremely liberal, and 25%, slightly 
liberal). A smaller percentage of “nothing in particular,” 13.46%, claimed to be moderate and 
middle of the road.   
 More female William & Mary students are religiously unaffiliated than male students,  
65.42% to 31.78%. The gender ratio is a bit more even amongst agnostics, 44.44% male to 
51.85% female. Regionally, most of the religiously unaffiliated come from the Northeast or the 
South. However, this survey may be hard to compare to any national survey as the College of 
William & Mary is a public Virginia school with a large majority of its students coming from 
Virginia or the east coast. 
68% of the W&M student respondents are white. Roughly 70% of the religiously 
unaffiliated are white, although atheists are around 82% white. Family income is evenly 
distributed among the religiously unaffiliated in a bell curve. Most of the religiously unaffiliated 
come from $90,001 to $150,000 a year households, about 25%, and $150,001 to $250,000 a year 
households, about 45%, the two family income ranges in the middle of the answer choices. 
Unsurprisingly, atheists are more likely than agnostics and “nothing in particular” to come from 
richer households.   
Limitations of the Data  
 Since the Millennial generation is more likely to be religiously unaffiliated than other 
generations, it seemed appropriate to survey William & Mary students. However, college 
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students are not representative of all Americans and the College of William & Mary may not be 
representative of all young adults. Most students who are accepted to William & Mary are from 
Virginia since the school is a public college. Additionally, most of the students from Virginia are 
from Northern Virginia. Northern Virginia is comprised of Democratic leaning districts and 
usually polls differently than the state as a whole. The data comes from the responses of over 250 
William & Mary students out of a school of around 6,000 students. Therefore, the results of this 
data may be skewed toward the views of young Northern Virginians.  
Implications 
 For many of these questions, the “nothing in particular” group responded differently than 
atheists and agnostics. Based on the results, atheists and agnostics are more likely to agree on 
survey questions concerning religion. Therefore, the three groups, atheists, agnostics, and 
“nothing in particular,” should not be grouped together under the umbrella term, religiously 
unaffiliated. Atheists and agnostics should continue to be measured together due to their similar 
responses and religious beliefs, or lack thereof. By definition, atheists do not believe in a god or 
a higher being and could be considered secular. Agnostics believe that nothing can be known 
about the existence or nonexistence of god and could be called skeptics. Both appear to have low 
levels of religiosity in national surveys and the William & Mary survey, which supports 
reasoning to combine the two. “Nothing in particulars,” however, are truly unaffiliated. They 
lack association with a specific religious denomination but still maintain some level of 
religiosity. Religiously unaffiliated describes Atheists and Agnostics as well since they have no 
attachment to a religion by definition and nature. But calling the religiously unaffiliated 
“religious none” or “nones” would be a mistake by scholars. None is a homophone of nun, which 
is an unfortunate phonetic problem. This could lead to misunderstandings or mislabeling. 
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Furthermore, a majority of the religiously unaffiliated is “nothing in particular” and is not 
necessarily without religious beliefs or practices. Although they are “nothing in particular,” they 
are not necessarily “none” in terms of religious affiliation.   
 
Comparison to Pew Research Reports 
Information collected by the Pew Research Center70 confirms the need to separate the 
“nothing in particulars” from the atheists and agnostics. Demographically speaking, the age 
distribution, generation, gender composition, race and ethnicity of the “nothing in particulars” 
are not significantly different than that of atheists and agnostics. They are, however, poorer and 
less educated than atheists and agnostics. 59% of the “nothing in particular” group make $50,000 
or less a year while 42% and 40% of atheists and agnostics, respectively, make the same amount. 
45% of “nothing in particulars” have a high school education or less. 26% of atheists and 23% of 
agnostics have the same education level.  
 Further differences between “nothing in particulars” and atheists and agnostics are shown 
by their responses to religious questions. Due to the nature of atheism, atheists are the most 
certain of their belief in God, or rather, a lack of belief. 92% of atheists do not believe in God. 
Only 7% of agnostics believe in God with absolute certainty. Another 20% believe in God and 
are fairly certain about their belief. 41% say they do not believe in God while 17% are not too or 
not at all certain in their belief of God. A little over 60% of “nothing in particulars,” on the other 
hand, holds a belief in God. 36% are absolutely certain and 26% are fairly certain. 12% believe 
but are uncertain. Only 20% do not believe in God. A belief in God is the most basic level of 
                                                
70 “Nothing in particulars,” Pew Research Center, http://www.pewforum.org/religious-
landscape-study/religious-family/nothing-in-particular/. 
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religiosity. The fact that a majority of “nothing in particular” respondents hold a belief in God 
suggests that the group is, to some degree, religious. Additionally, this group yields significantly 
different responses to this question than that of atheists and agnostics.  
 Along with a belief in God, many of the “nothing in particulars” hold beliefs in Heaven 
and Hell. 50% of the “nothing in particular” respondents say they believe in Heaven and 36% 
believe in Hell. Atheists and agnostics believe in Heaven in smaller percentages, 5% and 14%, 
respectively. Even less believe in Hell: 3% of atheists and 9% of agnostics. These numbers are 
fairly consistent with each groups’ belief in God.  
 Religion is important to a greater portion of “nothing in particulars” than atheists and 
agnostics. Only 7% of atheists71 and 18% of agnostics72 feel that religion is very important or 
somewhat important in their lives. Of the “nothing in particulars,” 44% of them feel that religion 
is very important or somewhat important. 17% of the total group says religion is very important 
and 27% say that religion is somewhat important. These percentages are significantly larger than 
the atheists’ and agnostics’ answers. Even though the “nothing in particular” respondents lack 
religious affiliation, religion still holds some value to their lives.  
 The three religiously unaffiliated groups remain reasonably consistent in their responses 
to attendance at religious services and frequency of participation in prayer, scripture study or 
religious education. The “nothing in particulars” are still more likely to attend religious services 
than atheists and agnostics with 6% going at least once a week and 28% going a few times 
monthly or annually. But a majority goes seldom or never (66%). Additionally, 85% of the 
“nothing in particular” group seldom or never participate in prayer, scripture study or religious 
                                                
71 2% responded with “Very important.” 5% responded with “Somewhat important.” 
72 4% responded with “Very important.” 14% responded with “Somewhat important.” 
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education groups. 89% of atheists and 79% of agnostics seldom or never attend religious 
services. An even higher percentage, 97% of atheists and 95% of agnostics, seldom or never 
participate in prayer, scripture study or religious education groups. These findings make sense 
because the religiously unaffiliated as a whole and individually are less likely than religious 
groups to be involved in formal, organized religion. As a result, those who are “nothing in 
particular” seldom or never participate in organized religious activities in numbers almost as 
high as atheists and agnostics.  
 Atheists and agnostics do not pray frequently. 97% of atheists and 80% of agnostics 
seldom or never pray outside of religious services. Furthermore, only about half of the “nothing 
in particulars” seldom or never pray (51%). In fact, a surprisingly high 26% of the “nothing in 
particular” respondents pray at least daily. 14% pray weekly and the last 8% pray monthly. Most 
of the religiously unaffiliated also seldom or never read the scripture outside of organized 
religion (89% of atheists, 86% of agnostics, and 75% of nothing in particular). But 12% of 
“nothing in particular” read the scripture at least once a week as opposed to 3% of both atheists 
and agnostics. Perhaps this suggests that while the “nothing in particular” group is not religiously 
affiliated and does not get involved in organized religion, they still choose to practice on their 
own.  
 All three of the religiously unaffiliated have similar responses to questions concerning 
spirituality. 27% of atheists,73 36% of agnostics,74 and 37% of “nothing in particular”75 meditate 
at least once a week, or once or twice a month.76 45% of atheists,77 56% of agnostics,78 and 57% 
                                                
73 19% at least once a week. 8% once or twice a month. 
74 24% at least once a week. 12% once or twice a month.  
75 28% at least once a week. 9% once or twice a month. 
7668% of Atheists, 56% of Agnostics, and 57% of Nothing in particular seldom or never.  
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of “nothing in particulars”79 at least once a week, or once or twice a month feel spiritual peace 
and wellbeing. 70% of atheists,80 74% of agnostics,81 and 58% of “nothing in particulars”82 feel 
wonder about the universe at least once a week, or once or twice a month. This may suggest that 
a good portion of the “nothing in particular” group as well as atheists and agnostics are more 
spiritual than religious.  
Part V: Discussion  
Categorizing the Nones 
After Glenn Vernon83 first considered the term “none” in 1968, other scholars have 
attempted to label the religiously unaffiliated. With a nod to Vernon’s understanding of nones 
and independents, Chaeyoon Lim, Carol Ann MacGregor, and Robert Putnam claim that, “Just 
as many independents are ‘leaners’ or weak partisans rather than true neutrals, we know that not 
all nones are actually atheists or agnostics.”84 They present the concept of liminality in American 
religion to explain changing religious preference over time. Like political independents who 
usually lean one way or another, they maintain that religious nones are often “liminal 
somethings” who are weakly connected to a religious tradition and, therefore, sometimes or 
always identify with a tradition.85 In other words, “liminars” are the gray area between the 
                                                                                                                                                       
77 31% at least once a week. 14% once or twice a month. 
78 37% at least once a week. 19% once or twice a month. 
79 42% at least once a week. 15% once or twice a month. 
80 54% at least once a week. 16% once or twice a month.  
81 55% at least once a week. 19% once or twice a month. 
82 43% at least once a week. 15% once or twice a month.  
83 Vernon, op cit. 
84 Chaeyoon Lim, Carol Ann MacGregor, & Robert Putnam, “Secular and Liminal: Discovering 
Heterogeneity Among Religious Nones,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 49, 
No. 4 (2010): 597. 
85 Ibid. 
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religious and secular.86 Lim, MacGregor, and Putnam also define “liminal nones” as those who 
identify as no religion at one time and as a religious preference at another time. “Stable nones” 
are people who consistently identify as “no religion” while “stable affiliates” are people who 
consistently identify with a religious group.87 Some scholars like Joseph Tamney, Shawn Powell, 
and Stephen Johnson proposed three types of nones: “Cultural nones, who disagree with 
religious beliefs and values, structural nones, who are critical of religious organizations, and 
marginal nones, who want to be socially detached.”88Other religious scholars have come up with 
additional labels such as “the spiritual but not religious,” “believing without belonging,” 
“religious seekers,” “unchurched believers,” “tinkerers,” “fuzzy fidelity,” and “religious 
privatists.”89  
In Lim’s, MacGregor’s, and Putnam’s analysis90 of two wave survey data from the Faith 
Matters Survey (FM), the American National Election Study, and the General Social Survey, 
they found two groups of nones, each making up roughly 10% of each survey: (1) respondents 
who consistently identified as “nothing in particular” and (2) respondents who switched from 
one preference to another. Furthermore, they concluded that the former should be referred to as 
seculars because of a lack of connection to religious beliefs or practices. Some of this group may 
believe in God or a higher power but are distinct in that religion is not important in their daily 
lives. The latter group are the liminal nones who are more religious than stable nones but are 
significantly less religious than those who are consistently religious. Additionally, the authors 
                                                
86 Ibid., 598. 
87 Ibid., 597. 
88 Joseph B. Tamney, Shawn Powell, & Stephen Johnson, “Innovation Theory and Religious 
Nones,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 28, No. 2 (1989): 219. 
89 Lim, MacGregor, & Putnam, op. cit., 598. 
90 Ibid., 601-613. 
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reject other proposed names such as  “unchurched believers,” “religious privatists,” and 
“spiritual seekers” as uncharacteristic of the group they call liminal.  
In a report91 following the 2008 survey, ARIS further explored the profile of the nones. By 
ARIS’s definition, nones are individuals who responded to their open ended question on 
religious affiliation with “no religion,” “none,” “atheist,” “agnostic,” “secular,” or “humanist” 
and answered additional questions in responses that aligned with the profile of the nones. 
According to ARIS investigators, Barry Kosmin, Ariela Keysar, Ryan Cragun, and Juhem 
Navarro-Rivera, while it would be wrong to assume all nones are atheists or are temporarily 
shopping around different religions, it would also be incorrect to describe the nones as 
“unchurched” or “unaffiliated.” The authors wrote, “most Nones are neither atheists nor theists 
but rather agnostics and deists…” At best, the nones are rational skeptics. In regards to belief, 
only 7% of all nones considered themselves Atheist while 19% were Hard Agnostic, 16% were 
Soft Agnostic, 24% were Deist, and 27% were Theist. Therefore, 59% of nones self-identified 
their belief as agnostic or deist, leading to the conclusion that the nones would be best described 
as rational skeptics. Furthermore, as rational skeptics committed to reason and science, nones 
follow the path of 18th century American Enlightenment thinkers as well as the philosophy of 
many Founding Fathers like Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas Paine. This 
statement has yet to be proven as true.  
Religious Polarization and the 2016 Presidential Election 
In terms of politics, the “nothing in particular” group is less likely than atheists and 
agnostics to affiliate with the Democratic Party (49% identify with the Democrats, 26% with 
                                                
91 Barry A. Kosmin & Ariela Keysar, “American Nones: The Profile of the No Religion 
Population,” The American Religious Identification Survey, 
http://commons.trincoll.edu/aris/files/2011/08/NONES_08.pdf. 
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Republicans, and 26% are none) and are more likely to lean conservative or take conservative 
positions on issues. Out of the atheists and agnostics, 69% and 64%, respectively, identify with 
the Democratic Party. Atheists and agnostics also lean liberal at 47% and 56% and are not very 
conservative, 11% and 10%. But the “nothing in particulars” are more evenly distributed along 
the political ideology spectrum. 22% lean conservative, 36% are moderates, and 33% lean 
liberal. Atheists and agnostics tend to be slightly more liberal on social issues than the “nothing 
in particular” group. 87% of both atheists and agnostics believe abortion should be legal in all or 
most cases while only 67% of the “nothing in particulars” feel that way. 94% of both atheists and 
agnostics say homosexuality should be accepted and a lower percentage of “nothing in 
particular,” 78%, agree. For same-sex marriage, 72% of “nothing in particular” are strongly in 
favor versus 92% of atheists and 91% of agnostics. 79% of atheists and 76% of agnostics 
compared to 64% of “nothing in particulars” feel that stricter environmental laws and regulations 
are worth the cost to jobs and the economy. The differences in responses regarding human 
evolution are even greater with 91% of atheists, 83% of agnostics but only 53% of “nothing in 
particulars” believe that humans have evolved through natural processes.  
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[Figure 6] 
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The trend of the religiously unaffiliated is a sign of religious polarization in the United 
States that is contributing to the already divisive political climate. Many scholars, including 
Robert Putnam and David Campbell, have studied the development of polarization from a 
religious perspective. Figure 6 displays political leanings by religious group. The data was 
compiled from Pew’s Religious Landscape Study and also reflects exit poll results from the 2012 
election. In every evangelical Protestant group, except for the Seventh-day Adventists (but only 
by a little), there is a majority that leans Republican by large differences. The Anglican Church 
and the United Methodist Church are the only mainline Protestant groups to lean Republican. 
Other mainline Protestant branches plus the Catholic church are split fairly evenly between the 
Republican Party and the Democratic Party with only a small point difference. On the 
Democratic side, the historically black Protestant churches identify with Democrats by the 
largest margins. The rest of the Democratically leaning religions are Jewish, Muslim, the three 
religiously unaffiliated groups, and non-Christian faiths. Additionally, Jehovah’s Witness is the 
only religion to be made up of mostly Independents with no political lean.  
[Figure 7]  
 
 
  49 
 
[Figure 8] 
 
 
 
 According to the Religious Landscape report, while the evangelical Protestants are 
slightly decreasing as a portion of the total American population, they are gaining numbers. As 
most of the evangelical groups are Republican or lean toward the Republican Party, the GOP will 
likely continue to gain evangelical voters. On the other hand, the Democratic Party will be 
expected to gain a new constituency in the religiously unaffiliated and in non-Christian and other 
faiths. The Jewish and black Protestant faiths will continue to remain loyal to the Democrats as 
they have traditionally done. Although Catholics and some mainline Protestant divisions are split 
between the two parties, it is notable that Catholicism and mainline Protestantism are decreasing 
in the number of adherents. However, when the parties are broken down into religious identity, 
black Protestants and Jewish voters do not make up a large percentage of the Democratic Party 
[Figures 7 & 8]. The religiously unaffiliated are now the largest religious group of the 
Democratic Party at 28%, followed by Catholics at 21%. Black Protestants are only 12% of the 
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Democratic voters while Jewish voters are even less. Of Republicans, evangelical Protestants are 
the largest religious group at 38%, followed by Catholics (21%) and mainline Protestants (17%). 
 In terms of the implications for politics, I believe religion will play some part in the 2016 
presidential election.92 Half of Americans, 51%, see atheism as the most problematic trait of an 
hypothetical candidate for president but this percentage has decreased over time. Republicans 
(64% very/somewhat important) are more likely than Democrats (41% very/somewhat 
important) to care about having a president that shares their religious beliefs and white 
evangelical Protestants are the most likely religious group to say the same. There is a pattern 
among Republican voters in which most believe that religiosity is an asset for presidential 
candidates. Almost all Republicans who believe Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, and Ben Carson would 
be good presidents also think that these candidates are at least somewhat religious. Donald 
Trump remains the exception as many Republicans still see him as a potentially successful 
president despite his perceived lack of religiosity. Out of the 56% of Republican voters who 
believe Trump would be a good or great president, another 17% of them also think Trump is not 
very religious. Furthermore, half of white evangelical Protestant voters say that Trump would be 
a good or great president. From the religiously unaffiliated voters, 52% see Hillary Clinton 
positively while only 21% view Trump favorably.93 This supports the notion that the trend of 
religiously unaffiliated is a sign of a decline in organized religion. Trump is a candidate who has 
garnered so much support for his campaign but is still viewed as less religious than even Clinton 
and Bernie Sanders. Although I would not go as far as to say the United States is secularizing, 
                                                
92 “Faith and the 2016 Campaign,” Pew Research Center, January 27, 2016, 
http://www.pewforum.org/2016/01/27/faith-and-the-2016-campaign/. 
93 Melissa Deckman, “Favorability and the 2016 Presidential Race: Hillary Clinton and Donald 
Trump,” Public Religion Research Institute, March 28, 2016, 
http://publicreligion.org/2016/03/favorability-and-the-2016-presidential-race/#.Vw1xdJMrLUo.  
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religion is clearly losing its attraction, at least in this election, as Republican voters are willing to 
support a candidate who is perceived as less than traditionally religious.  
 The religiously unaffiliated have become the largest faith constituency for the Democrats, 
though Black Protestants are also highly reliable Democratic voters. While Republicans are more 
likely than Democrats to say there is too little discussion about religion by politicians for the 
2016 election, 53% versus 31%, there is a large difference between black Protestants and the 
religiously unaffiliated in their response to this question. The number of black Protestants feeling 
that there is not enough religious talk from political leaders has increased from 41% in 2012 to 
64% in 2016. The religiously unaffiliated, however, felt there were too many references to faith 
and prayer in 2012, 64%. But this percent has decreased to 50% in 2016. Considering the divide 
in views of religion between black Protestants and the religiously unaffiliated groups, these 
Democratic constituencies may conflict in the future. This is a foreseeable problem for the 
Democrats who are beginning to avoid religious language for the sake of their new unaffiliated 
constituency. Their black Protestant voters may be turned off by a continuous lack of religious 
references. But, we also must remember that only 12% of Democratic voters are black 
Protestants. The religious identity breakdown of the Democratic Party indicates that the 
Democrats have a diverse constituency in terms of religion.   
 A substantial portion of Americans believes that religious conservatives and secular 
liberals have too much control over the Republican Party and Democratic Party.94 51% agree that 
religious conservatives have too much power in the GOP. 44% say that secular liberals have too 
much influence in the Democratic Party. Of course, respondents from either party are more likely 
                                                
94 David Masci, “5 key findings about faith and politics in the 2016 presidential race,” Pew 
Research Center, January 27, 2016, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/01/27/key-
findings-faith-and-politics-in-2016-presidential-race. 
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to feel that way about the opposing party. White evangelical Protestants and the religiously 
unaffiliated stand out amongst the religious groups. Both have strong opinions about the 
statements that religious conservatives and secular liberals have too much control over the 
Republican Party and the Democratic Party, respectively. 64% of white evangelical Protestants 
disagree with the statement that religious conservatives control the Republican Party and 66% 
agree with the statement that secular liberals control the Democratic Party. 71% of the religious 
unaffiliated agree with the statement that religious conservatives control the Republican Party 
and 67% disagree with the statement that secular liberals control the Democratic Party. The other 
religious groups are more divided over these statements. Black Protestants, however, are the 
second least likely religious group after the religiously unaffiliated to agree that secular liberals 
have too much control over the Democratic Party (37%). This may explain why the Democrats 
have not had an issue with the conflicting religious beliefs of black Protestant and religious 
unaffiliated voters. Although black Protestants are one of the most religious Democratic 
constituent groups, they clearly do not see the Democratic Party as being too secular for their 
interests. Additionally, this survey supports the idea that the rise in the religiously unaffiliated is 
a response to a religious right wing. A large majority of the religious unaffiliated agree that the 
religious conservatives have too much control over the Republican Party, which gives clout to 
Hout and Fischer’s argument that the declining religion in the United States is related to societal 
response from organized religion’s conservative stances on sex and health in the 60s and 70s as 
well as a growing acceptance of homosexuality.   
Conclusion 
 The United States has clearly changed demographically and religiously over the past few 
years. Based on national surveys, the religiously unaffiliated has been a growing social trend 
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since the 1990s. However, scholars have been too quick to make conclusions about the 
religiously unaffiliated. The largest assumption was that atheists, agnostics, and “nothing in 
particular respondents” should be grouped together under an umbrella term, religiously 
unaffiliated, when there are important differences between them. This grouping was perhaps a 
result of originally combining the three categories together in survey answer choices and coding 
methods. These differences are mostly on account of the responses of “nothing in particulars” 
who are more religious than atheists and agnostics. Furthermore, the inclusion of the nothing in 
particulars as one of the three religiously unaffiliated groups has led to an inconsistency with the 
unfortunate nickname, religious none. The religiously unaffiliated are not “none” especially 
when analyzing the responses of the “nothing in particulars” who still practice religion in some 
capacity. None is also confusing because of the phonetic similarity to the word nun. There need 
to be further studies on the religiously unaffiliated but with a focus on the individual responses of 
atheists, agnostics, and the “nothing in particular” identifiers.  
The religiously unaffiliated have raised additional questions about the secularization of 
the United States. But it’s too early to tell whether the United States is experiencing 
secularization like its counterparts in Europe. Researchers need to wait and watch the 
phenomenon to see how it develops in the future. What is apparent is that in a nation of religious 
pluralism, a group of atheists, agnostics, and “nothing in particulars” have been able to increase 
and exercise their right to not practice a specific religion. They believe in separating religion and 
politics and may remain disconnected from the religious right as long as it maintains a 
conservative position on the issues religiously unaffiliated Americans care about.  
The Republican Party candidates for the 2016 presidential election have continued to rely 
on religious language to appeal to their supporters. Evangelical Protestants are the largest 
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constituency of the Republican Party. The religiously unaffiliated have grown to become a major 
part of the Democratic Party. Religion has already played a part in the upcoming election and 
can be considered an example of polarization in the United States since most religious groups 
often lean one party over another. One question for future research remains: as religion continues 
to be perceived as coupled with conservative policy and the Republican Party, is the younger and 
more liberal Millennial generation alienated from both politics and organized religion? We will 
just have to wait to see whether the 2016 election will turn out to be a major time for political 
realignment and if religion will be able to maintain its political influence. 
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Appendix 
 
The College of William & Mary Student Survey 
 
Core Questions: 
 
1. What is your present religion, if any? 
2. How important is religion in your life?  
3. Thinking about when you were a child, in what religion were you raised, if any? 
4. In which region of the United States have you spent most of your life? 
5. Do you believe in a God or a Higher Being? 
6. How often do you attend religion services? 
7. How often do you pray outside of organized religion? 
 
Additional Questions: 
 
8. How important is it to you that religious liberties are protected? 
9. Should the government provide funding for both public and private religious schools? 
10. Should a state official have to provide marriage licenses to same-sex couples if doing so is 
against their religious beliefs? 
11. Should a religiously affiliated nonprofit be allowed to opt out of the contraception mandate if the 
owner of the organization held religious objections to providing employees with contraception? 
 
Results of Political and Demographic Questions: 
 
When thinking politically, what do you usually consider yourself—a Republican, a Democrat, an 
Independent, or what?  
 Democrat Republican Independent 
Atheist 57.14% 7.14% 35.71% 
Agnostic 66.67% 0% 33.33% 
Nothing in particular 63.46% 1.92% 34.62% 
Atheist & Agnostic 61.82% 3.64% 34.55% 
Religiously Unaffiliated  62.62% 2.80% 34.58% 
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We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives. Here is a seven-point scale on which the 
political views that people might hold are arranged from extremely liberal to extremely conservative. 
Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 
 Extremely 
Liberal 
Liberal Slightly 
liberal 
Moderate; 
middle of 
the road 
Slightly 
conservative 
Conservative Extremely 
conservative 
Haven’t 
thought 
much 
Atheist 17.86% 57.14% 10.71% 3.57% 3.57% 10.71% 0% 0% 
Agnostic 25.92% 40.74% 14.81% 11.11% 7.40% 0% 0% 0% 
Nothing in 
particular 
3.85% 42.31% 25% 13.46% 3.85% 0% 0% 7.69% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
21.82% 47.27% 12.73% 7.27% 5.45% 5.45% 0% 0% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
13.08% 44.86% 18.69% 10.28% 4.67% 2.80% 0% 3.74% 
 
This question is about your family's total income in 2014, before taxes. This figure should include income 
from all sources, including salaries, wages, pensions, Social Security, dividends, interest and all other 
income. What was the total income of your family in 2014? 
 Under 
$50,000 
$50,001 to 
$90,000 
$90,001 to 
$150,000 
$150,001 to 
$250,000 
$250,001 to 
$400,000 
$400,001 and 
above 
Atheist 3.57% 10.71% 25% 14.29% 25% 21.43% 
Agnostic 11.11% 7.41% 25.93% 33.33% 14.81% 7.41% 
Nothing in 
particular 
9.62% 13.46% 25% 25% 9.62% 11.54% 
Atheist & 
Agnostic 
7.27% 9.09% 25.45% 23.64% 20% 14.55% 
Religiously 
Unaffiliated  
8.41% 11.21% 25.23% 45.61% 14.95% 13.08% 
 
What is your gender? 
 Male Female 
Atheist 28.57% 71.43% 
Agnostic 44.44% 51.85% 
Nothing in particular 26.92% 69.23% 
Atheist & Agnostic 36.36% 61.82% 
Religiously Unaffiliated  31.78% 65.42% 
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Tables 
 
Table 1, Data retrieved from Pew Research Center, “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults 
Have No Religious Affiliation.”  
 
Table 2, Information retrieved from Gallup, American National Election Studies, General Social 
Survey, Pew Research Center, & American Religious Identification Survey. 
 
Tables 3 &4, Data retrieved from results of the W&M Omnibus Project. 
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Figures 
 
Figures 1 & 2, Graphs used data retrieved from results of the W&M Omnibus Project, questions 
What is your present religion, if any? and Thinking about when you were a child, in what 
religion were you raised, if any? 
 
Figure 3, Graph retrieved from Pew Research Center, “America’s Changing Religious 
Landscape.” 
 
Figure 4, Graph retrieved from Public Religion Research Institute, “How Race and Religion 
Shape Millennial Attitudes on Sexuality and Reproductive Health.” 
 
Figure 5, Graph used data retrieved from results of the W&M Omnibus Project, question 
Thinking about when you were a child, in what religion were you raised, if any? 
 
Figure 6, Graph retrieved from Pew Research Center, “U.S. religious groups and their political 
leanings.” 
 
Figures 7 & 8, Graph retrieved from Pew Research Center, “U.S. Public Becoming Less 
Religious.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
